Etanercept treatment for three months is safe in patients with rheumatological manifestations associated with hepatitis C virus.
The treatment of the rheumatological manifestations associated with hepatitis C virus (HCV) remains difficult. To examine the safety of anti-tumour necrosis factor-alpha treatment, nine patients having rheumatological manifestations associated with HCV were treated with etanercept 25 mg twice a week for 3 months. Five patients had a positive viral load at study entry (Group I), four were negative (Group II). Clinical data recorded were: disease duration, painful and swollen joint count, patient global and physician global assessment, the number of 18 specified fibromyalgia tender points and the Health Assessment Questionnaire score. Laboratory studies included checking for the presence of cryoglobulinaemia and transaminase levels. Quantitative HCV viral RNA was performed by real-time polymerase chain reaction (PCR). At 3 months, no patient was found to have evidence of increased hepatic inflammation based on serial serum transaminase levels. In the five patients from Group I with detectable HCV RNA, no significant viral load increase was observed. No reactivation was observed in the four patients from Group II with undetectable HCV RNA. The effect on the clinical rheumatological manifestations was more heterogeneous but appears to be lower than that observed in rheumatoid arthritis. In this phase II open short-term study, etanercept appeared to be safe in patients with articular manifestations associated with HCV.